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         Hannah Reynolds is a writer and bike rider who has worked in the cycling industry for over 20 years. She loves racing and demonstrates that lack of talent is no barrier to participation, having competed in everything from downhill to road to 24-hour mountain biking with varying and limited degrees of success. Formerly fitness editor for Cycling Weekly and editor of Cycling Active magazine, she is now a freelance writer covering everything from human interest stories and cycling adventures to nerdy tech and fitness pieces. Hannah has co-written three cycling guidebooks: Fitter, Further, Faster; Get on Your Bike and France en Velo. Working as a guide for Saddle Skedaddle gets her out from behind her laptop and into the hills of the UK and Europe. Based in the Howgill Fells in Cumbria, she can often be found dragging a toddler in a bike trailer up ridiculously steep climbs because cycling changes as life changes – but it’s always there. www.hannahmreynolds.com
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            introduction

         

         Even though I have written all these tips down, I can’t take credit for the creation of more than a handful. These are all tips that have been passed on to me throughout my cycling life by people I have ridden with, talked cycling with or worked with. A mixture of club cyclists, amateur racers, old pros, new pros, physiologists, coaches, physiotherapists, bike guides and mechanics.

         The cycling community is very generous with its advice. Just watch out, not all advice is good advice. There is a lot of received wisdom in cycling, and a fair amount of received nonsense too, that many of us like to follow as it is part of cycling culture. A good argument about sock length can kill at least an hour of a five-hour training ride.

         If someone mentions following ‘the rules’ to you, ignore them, unless it directly relates to a race or event. No one can be disqualified from being a cyclist because their valves weren’t at six o’clock in a photo or they have hairy legs. No one with a bike can be disqualified from being a cyclist, full stop.

         When I started cycling, I was lucky enough to be taken under the wing of some very knowledgeable and patient riders who helped me navigate my way around common beginner errors, but some things can only be learnt through practice and experience. I’ve had my fair share of avoidable mechanicals, navigational errors, embarrassing kit choices and etiquette faux pas. I’ve blown-up, bonked, been caught out by the weather and been dropped on more rides than I can remember! Hopefully these tips will offer a few shortcuts, or life hacks, so that my mistakes can save you from doing the same. I’ve almost certainly left out as many tips as I have included. I am sure there will be many that cause disagreement and there will be many alternative ways to arrive at the same solutions. I look forward to the debates! My most vital tip is to lean on the cycling community around you – it is a limitless source of friendship and advice.

         Enjoy the ride!
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            BASICS [1–161]

            
               ‘Cycling isn’t a seasonal sport. You can ride all year round, provided that you have the right kit and the right attitude.’
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3CHOOSING A BIKE [1–23]


         1. So, you want to be a cyclist? I could say something cheesy about cycling being a state of mind. But that would be nonsense. The only thing you need to be a cyclist is a bike.

         2. When choosing a bike, the first thing to think about is not the bike, but you and your lifestyle.

         3. Bike genres are getting increasingly niche and nuanced, and drilling down into the detail can be overwhelming, but it starts with identifying your needs.

         
            4. Narrow down what you want to do with the bike, starting with the big questions. Visualise your bike ride – where are you and where are you going?

         

         5. On-road or off-road? This sends you down two distinct paths (although hybrids and gravel bikes like to blur that boundary a bit).

         6. Do you want to carry things on your bike? If you do, then it is time to explore bikes with racks or even cargo bikes.

         7. If you are planning on riding off-road, how technical is the terrain you want to ride and how much do you enjoy technical challenges?

         8. If you are planning to only ride on roads, are you after fast and light or convenience and comfort?

         9. There is no such thing as a ‘do it all’ bike – every bike is better designed for some things than others. But you can get a bike that does most things OK. I’d put gravel bikes in this genre.

         
            10. That said – there is nothing to stop you riding a heavy, full-suspension bike to the office; you will still get there fine, albeit a bit more slowly.

         

         11. For some cyclists it is about the bike. They are the ones that say things like ‘N+1’, then won’t come out on your ride because they don’t have the right tyres for it.

         
            12. Unless you know exactly what bike you want and the right size for you, head to a good local bike shop. Their advice is invaluable and could save you from an expensive mistake.

         

         13. Second-hand bikes can often stretch your budget to a better model than you could afford to buy new. Just make sure you are buying from its genuine owner.

         14. Wherever you buy your bike from, insist on a test ride; this can help you decide if it is really the right bike for you.

         
            15. Shops often organise demo days where you can try multiple bikes from different brands. When heading to a demo day, try to keep as many things the same as when you normally ride, so you can home in on the details of the bike you are testing. Wear your own favourite riding kit and bring your own shoes and pedals if you use them.

         

         16. Take some measurements from your current bike (if it’s one you are happy with) and ask the dealer for help setting up your demo bike, so it fits you properly.

         17. If you are test riding a full-suspension bike, make sure that the set-up has been adjusted for your weight and riding style, as this will make a huge difference to how the bike feels.4

         18. Don’t base your decision on something that can easily be changed, such as the stem length or the saddle.

         19. You can swap your bike saddle for one that is wider, narrower, softer or harder to suit your personal preference.

         20. Buying a bike needs careful weighing up of the options and objective testing to make sure you are making the right choice, but don’t forget a bike should be fun! Your new bike should put a grin on your face and make you excited to ride. You’ll know it’s the right bike when you don’t want to get off it!

         
            21. Buy the bike.

         

         22. Don’t wait until you perceive yourself to be fit enough or fast enough to buy the bike you want. There are no qualifications to getting a good bike. Buy it, ride it, enjoy it.

         23. You never regret the bike you bought, only the bike you didn’t.

         GETTING PEDALLING [24–40]


         24. Before you leave with your new purchase, make sure you know how the brakes and gears work. Obvious, right? But you wouldn’t be the first person to be flummoxed by the twisty/flicky/tappy shifters on their new machine.

         
            25. Before you ride your bike for the first time, make sure you know which is the front brake and which is the rear brake.

         

         26. When you want to stop, squeeze your brakes on slowly and progressively. Watch out for your front brake, it’s super powerful. If you grab your front brake sharply, it can stop the bike very suddenly.

         27. Here’s a really quick way to get a ballpark saddle height. With your bottom on the saddle and your hands on the handlebars in your normal riding position, place your heel on the pedal. The pedal needs to be at six o’clock, directly at the bottom of the pedal stroke. With your leg fully extended you should be sat square in the saddle, not leaning to the side, and your heel should be in firm contact with the pedal, not hovering above it. When the pedal is then placed in the correct position under the ball of your foot, it will allow for the correct bend in your knee.

         
            28. If it’s been a while since you last cycled, have a play around on your bike before you head out on to the road or trail. To cycle safely you need to be confident riding with only one hand on the handlebars (for signalling) and be able to brake safely and quickly.

         

         29. If you haven’t ridden for ages, it will come back quickly. You never forget. It is just like riding a bike!

         30. Cadence is the speed you pedal, the number of pedal revolutions per minute (rpm). Fast pedalling (90–100rpm) is the speed most experienced road cyclists aim for, but 60rpm, one full pedal stroke per second, is about normal when you first start cycling.

         
            31. Make sure you aren’t lazy about gear changing; shift as often as you need to maintain the same cadence throughout your ride (except when sprinting or on steep climbs).

         

         32. When riding off-road, your cadence will be slightly lower and more variable, so you can handle the challenges of the terrain.5
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            33. While there has been a lot of research into different pedalling cadences, one of the most interesting studies found that when the subjects were allowed to pedal the way they wanted to, instead of trying a cadence faster or slower than their preferred rate, they performed best. So, pedal the way you want to, and it will probably be right for you.*

         

         34. Flats or clipped-in? It’s really your choice. Some styles of riding favour flats, but for most road, gravel or trail riding, clipless pedals are of benefit.

         35. One of the first things to clear up about clipless pedals is why they are called clipless when you ‘clip-in’ to them. Bike pedals originally had toe clips and straps, but in 1984 a ski-bindings company called Look decided to apply the same technology to bike shoes, allowing cyclists to use a cleat on the sole of their shoes to ‘clip-in’ to the mechanism in their pedals. Toe clips and straps were made redundant, so the ‘clipless’ pedal was born.

         36. Being clipped into your pedals will help you feel more at one with the bike. Your feet are less likely to slip off as you pedal or shift your weight around. You can also pedal more fluidly as your pedals and cranks become an extension of your body.

         37. You might worry about what will happen if you can’t get your feet out in time when you stop or if you crash. Compared with the old-style toe clips, clipless pedals are safer. To release your shoe, it just requires a firm twist of your foot. If you were to crash, the pedals automatically release, making it much less likely that you will remain attached to your bike.

         38. To avoid the classic sideways crash, remember to unclip your feet before you come to a stop.

         39. If you are mountain biking and haven’t fully mastered the skill of bunny-hopping, being clipped in allows you to cheat a little bit in getting your wheels off the ground.

         40. Don’t pedal through puddles on the road – you never know how deep they are or if they are concealing any hazards. Do pedal through puddles off-road, because riding around them leads to braiding or widening of the trail, which can lead to trail erosion and environmental damage.

         KIT AND CLOTHING [41–58]


         41. Temperature regulation is all about layering and having a range of versatile clothes that you can add or remove easily, depending on the weather.

         42. In winter, maintaining a comfortable temperature throughout your ride begins with insulating and protecting your chest and torso. Your core houses your vital organs – your body depends on keeping it a stable temperature. If your core gets cold, your body’s defence mechanism is to stop sending warm blood out to your limbs and reserve it for your vital organs. To keep your arms, legs, feet and hands feeling warm, you need to keep your core warm.

         43. When it comes to keeping warm, it is wind chill more than getting wet that you need to watch out for. Whether your skin is damp from sweat or rain, add a cold wind and you are at risk of feeling your temperature plummet.

         7

         
            
[image: ]Crossing the Miller’s Dale Viaduct, Monsal Trail, Derbyshire, England. © Dave Parry

            

         

         
            44. When reading the weather forecast before a ride, don’t forget to check wind strength and direction. Some forecasts will give you a ‘feels like’ indicator which combines air temperature and wind strength.

         

         45. When choosing your outfit, there are three factors to consider: the weather, the ride you are doing and the terrain. On slower rides and commutes, where you might be waiting at traffic lights and so on, you need to dress a little warmer. On road rides with your mates, thrashing each other up every hill, you might be able to skip the mid layer, but as soon as you stop you will cool down rapidly.

         46. If you are mountain biking, you can get very warm climbing or pushing uphill, but feel a chill if you are waiting at the top or descending, so a spare mid layer in your pack is really handy.

         
            47. In winter your knees need covering. That’s a non-negotiable fact. Your knee joints need to be protected from the cold if you don’t want to have creaking joints and painful ligaments.

         

         48. The chamois or pad in your shorts can make a real difference to your comfort while cycling, but it needs to work for your body shape. Pads come in many different styles and it’s the cut, fit and position in the shorts that makes the difference, not just the depth of the padding.

         
            49. When trying on new shorts, adopt a riding position so you can feel how the bib and leg gripper will sit. Yes, you will feel like a wally, but it’s the only way to know how they fit on the bike.

         

         50. Don’t opt for doubling up on your shorts. They are designed to be worn next to skin; the extra movement and seams in multiple layers cause more problems than they solve. Shorts need washing after every ride with an antibacterial detergent that works at 30 °C to prevent damage to the Lycra®. Halo ProActive Sports Wash is a great option – it works at a low temperature and is antifungal and antibacterial.

         51. Carrying a spare extra layer can transform your day if you encounter a sudden rain shower or a cold wind. If you forget your spare layer, a newspaper shoved down the front of your jersey works just as well. A bin bag makes a great windproof and showerproof garment in an emergency.

         52. Technical cycling kit can be pricey, but is well worth the investment if it makes rides more enjoyable and more frequent because you aren’t avoiding bad weather.8

         53. Very-well-turned-out cyclist Rick Stuart suggests, ‘If you’re fretting over spending £250 on a pair of bike shoes, check out the prices in some designer stores for “fashion sneakers” first, and you’ll easily be convinced your spending is but a piffle.’

         54. If you are still worried about the cost of kit, then ride your bike more as it will reduce the ‘cost per wear’, making each purchase better value.

         
            55. When racing in the rain, unless very cold, you are better off with bare skin rather than arm or leg warmers that will get increasingly wet and soggy.

         

         56. It’s a bit old-school now, but when racing in cold and wet weather use embrocation. It gives the sensation of warmth by encouraging blood flow to the skin.

         57. Covering your legs with Vaseline® or baby oil helps the rain to bead and roll off. Simon Warren of 100 Climbs insists this is a good idea!

         58. GORE-TEX SHAKEDRY™ is the material used in the current ‘ultimate’ waterproofs for cycling – it breathes, it stretches and water just beads and shakes off. Look for it in premium jackets. Castelli’s Gabba has become a firm rider favourite – it feels like a jersey but protects like a jacket.

         BIKE KIT [59–66]


         59. Helmets are not required by law in the UK. Whether you wear a helmet or not is a personal choice. I’ve got so used to wearing a helmet that it feels odd to not wear one.

         
            60. Different types of cycling have different designs of helmet to cope with the demands of the sport so, as with choosing a bike, think about the type of riding you want to do before buying.

         

         61. Gloves aren’t just about keeping your hands warm. Off-road, or when intentionally going fast on a road, bike gloves are safety kit. Gravel rash to the palms is really unpleasant.

         62. Sunglasses aren’t just for keeping the sun out of your eyes and posing, they are also safety kit. Grit or bugs in your eyes can cause real damage; if your eyes water it can impair your vision; if you wear contact lenses, your eyes can dry out.

         63. You can get clear glasses for night-time riding, yellow-tinted glasses for low visibility and glasses with changeable lenses. Another option is photochromic lenses, which react to the amount of light and change as needed. This is my preferred choice as you don’t have to have more than one pair!

         64. Proper bike bottles are the best way of carrying fluids on your bike. The plastic bottles that water, pop or juice come in are too thin and oddly shaped to work in a bottle cage. They burst, bounce out or explode in your face when you try to drink. A bike bottle costs just a few quid and lasts for ages. I think they also breed in secret, as I can’t open a kitchen cupboard without one falling out.

         
            65. Bike bottles need to be kept scrupulously clean to avoid tasting weird or growing mould. If a quick whizz through the dishwasher isn’t enough then use a sterilising tablet. The type you get for cleaning false teeth works wonders.

         

         66. Tubes, tubulars or tubeless? There are a lot of ways to keep your wheels running on a cushion of air. They all work. For some reason, riders get particularly passionate about which is best. It’s a horses for courses situation; like choosing the right bike, a lot depends on what you are using them for.9

         SITTING COMFORTABLY [67–81]


         67. Don’t ignore your body – riding a bike should not hurt! If you are feeling pain anywhere, it is your body telling you something is wrong. With the right advice, there will be a solution.

         68. How comfortable you are when sitting on your bike is about more than just your saddle. Saddle height and reach to the handlebars influences your pelvic angle and weight distribution. If you have any aches, pains or saddle sores, start with getting your bike properly fitted to you by a bike-fit expert.

         69. In the words of bike-fit guru and physiotherapist Phil Burt, ‘Your bike is adjustable, and your body is adaptable.’ You can adjust your bike to fit your physiology, but you can also work on your own soft-tissue strength and flexibility to improve your posture on your bike.

         70. If you feel discomfort at the front of your pelvis, lower back or in your wrists, the reach of your bike (how much you lean forward) towards the handlebars may be wrong.

         71. Discomfort in your ankle or knee joints suggests your saddle height may be wrong for you.

         
            72. Posture is everything and you need good core strength to maintain your riding position. Think of your bike saddle as a bar stool you perch on, not an armchair that you slump in.

         

         73. I once got a phone call at work from a gentleman who was concerned as his penis had gone numb after a long ride. Saddle sores and intimate numbness can ruin cycling – don’t be afraid or embarrassed to get help. However, I’m not sure my advice of ‘leaving it alone for a while’ was the best help I could have offered.

         74. Pressure on the pudendal nerve, which runs through the middle of the base of the penis and perineum, can lead to numbness and erectile dysfunction. There are solutions. This was the reason the gap saddle was first invented.

         75. Gap saddles can work for some women, but not all; it really depends on your own shape and tissues. For some, the sensitive areas fit within the gap; for others, their tissue folds overlap the gaps, actually increasing the pressure rather than helping.

         76. Finding the right saddle – whatever your comfort issue – is down to trial and error. You need a saddle that fits with your own unique soft tissue presentation.

         
            77. There are some general rules of thumb for saddle choice: your saddle offers the best support when its width correlates with the width of your sitting bones.

         

         78. You can measure the distance between your sitting bones by sitting on a bit of memory foam and measuring between (from centre to centre) the two dents left by the pointy bits of your bum. Some bike shops offer this as part of saddle purchasing.

         79. Once you find a saddle that works for you, buy two or experience genuine heartbreak when that style is discontinued.

         80. Overriding every one of these other factors is position. You can buy the best saddle, wear the best shorts and slap on the chamois cream, but if your position is wrong, it is compromising every part of you.

         81. Check your saddle as part of your regular bike maintenance, or after a crash, as it is easy to knock your saddle out of alignment. A saddle that is a few degrees off-centre can leave you sitting twisted in the saddle; a knock to the front or rear of the saddle can move it slightly nose-up or nose-down.10

         ROAD CRAFT [82–114]


         82. When you watch a professional cyclist, they have a beautifully smooth, fast technique. In cycling terms, this is sometimes referred to as souplesse. A great cyclist makes pedalling look effortless, even when they are trying really hard.

         
            83. In the early 2000s very high cadences became fashionable, partly thanks to Lance Armstrong, who favoured incredibly fast leg speeds. Like many things the pros do, you don’t necessarily have to emulate it.

         

         84. While riders are often told that high cadences are better and more efficient, the ‘optimal’ cadence is still a subject for debate and academic research, with no definitive answer. However, if you are slowly chugging the pedals around at 50–60rpm then you will benefit from practising an increased cadence – it will do your knees a favour, if nothing else!

         85. You can increase the speed and souplesse of your pedalling by doing a few bike drills. If you include these as part of a warm-up or rest day ride, then it takes no extra time or effort to work on your pedalling technique.

         86. Practise spin-ups, where you start in a light gear and then pedal as fast as you can and hold it for 30 seconds. This will gradually increase your maximum cadence and develop your ability to do this without bouncing around on the saddle. It’s good to make this a regular part of your warm-up on every ride.

         
            87. The single biggest thing a cyclist has to overcome to go faster is wind resistance. Pushing your bike and body through the air accounts for your greatest energy expenditure, and the faster you go the more resistance you encounter.

         

         88. Don’t be a sail. Reduce your frontal area by tucking in your elbows, bringing your chest lower to the bars and riding in the drops, if you’re on a road bike.

         89. Embrace the figure-hugging power of Lycra. Make sure the clothing you wear is tight fitting and doesn’t inflate in the wind. When you want to go fast, zip up your jacket or jersey.

         
            90. Braking robs you of momentum and you have to pedal harder to accelerate back up to speed, which is tiring.

         

         91. Riders over-brake in a variety of situations, but it is nearly always down to lack of confidence. Confidence can be gained with practice.

         92. Cornering is where effective braking will make the most difference to your average speed, so practise your technique.

         93. Brake only in a straight line; use your front brake sparingly as it is the most powerful. Squeeze and release rather than dragging your brakes.

         
            94. When you ride with others, you all share responsibility for the safety of everyone in the group. From pointing out potholes to checking junctions – it’s important to remember your actions will influence those around you.

         

         95. When riding in a group, the best road formation is side-by-side with the pair behind following in a line. (Figure 1)

         96. Cyclists are allowed to ride in pairs under the UK Highway Code (Rule 66). Small, compact groups make it easier for cars to pass than long, strung-out lines. (Figure 2) 11

         97. Be traffic aware and single out (ride in single file) where needed and stick to small groups of six (with gaps between) so cars don’t get stuck behind you. This is just courteous to other road users.
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         98. Never ‘half-wheel’, unless you want to fall out with the rest of the group. Half-wheeling, where a rider always rides half a wheel ahead of the rider next to them, encourages the other rider to go harder to bring their wheel level with yours, gradually upping the pace and putting the pressure on everyone behind as well.

         99. Protect your front wheel. If you are following behind someone else don’t overlap their rear wheel – if they suddenly swerve or move out around an obstacle, they will take your front wheel out from under you.

         
            100. Don’t watch the wheel in front; keep your head up and watch what is going on around you. With practice, you will be able to hold your distance simply by knowing how far away the rider’s bottom in your peripheral vision should be.
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         13101. Use hand signals to point out hazards and movements in the group. Raise your hand above your head to indicate stop. When your speed is slowing, extend your arm with palm down and move your hand up and down. Extend the appropriate arm away from your body to indicate a left turn and a right turn. To warn the group about a pothole, extend your arm to the side and point at it; the signal for debris is similar – extend your arm to the side and wave your hand from side to side. If you’re approaching a hazard, use the arm on the same side as the hazard, place it behind your back and point – this shows riders which way to go to avoid it. When you’re approaching train tracks, point at the tracks and move your finger back and forth horizontally. When riding in the ‘through and off’ formation (tip 107) and you’re at the front and want to pull through to the back, flick your elbow. If someone lets you through at a junction, wave to say thanks. (Figure 3)

         
            102. Hand signals are universal and can be used when you no longer have the available breath to talk or if you’re in a group of riders of mixed nationalities.

         

         103. Shouting out every pothole can be like the boy who cries wolf – people start to tune it out. Constant shouting can make a group feel nervous and jumpy.

         104. If you have riders close behind you, ride smoothly and maintain an even speed, pointing out obstacles that they won’t be able to see.

         
            105. If you need to get out of the saddle, don’t stand up and stop pedalling – your sudden change in speed will make it hard for the rider behind to avoid your wheel. Keep your momentum by pedalling as you rise up out of the saddle, in an action a bit like climbing up stairs.

         

         
            106. When riding in the wind as a group, one line will be sheltering the other, so make sure that the weaker riders are benefitting from the protection.

         

          107. To get the most benefit from being in a group, and to allow everyone to have a chance to work and rest, you can organise the bunch to start ‘through and off’. Two parallel lines can work together, with the ‘working line’ protecting the ‘resting line’ from the wind. (Figure 4)

         
            
[image: ]FIGURE 4

            

         

         14108. The length of turns depends on the type of riding and who you are riding with. On a steady group ride where you might be out for hours and everyone is chatting, 20-minute turns are fine. In a race or a break where you want to keep the pace high, changes are just a few seconds. It feels like you never get a rest!

         109. It’s generally considered a bit rude to never do a turn, unless you are clearly struggling and doing all you can just to stay in the group. If you are strong enough to take your turn, you should.

         110. You started together; you finish together – this is the number one rule of ‘no-drop’ group rides.

         
            111. If you are a stronger rider, you can help a weaker rider stay on the wheel and in the group by gently placing a hand on their lower back. Ask first!

         

         112. If you are a weaker rider and someone gives you a shove or a push, don’t feel insulted. It keeps the group together and the pace higher for everyone. As soon as you are out of the ‘bubble’ of the group and the elastic snaps you will wish that you had done everything you could to hold that wheel, including accepting a push.

         113. Male riders – we female riders can tell the difference between an opportunistic grope and actually helping us to stay in the bunch. If I’m chatting to you, I don’t need your hand on my bum. If I’m obviously out of breath, then a push might be welcome. Again, ask first!

         114. A few clubs still operate a more ruthless approach to group riding. Those who get dropped from the back are left to finish alone. It’s easy to knock this approach as selfish, but I credit the fear of being abandoned and getting lost for teaching me how to ride fast and cling on to a wheel!

         TRAIL CRAFT [115–131]


         115. Heels down. This is the golden rule for everything off-road. You can’t ride powerfully and dynamically if you are pointing your toes like a ballet dancer in Swan Lake. Pushing down through your heels improves your bike’s traction and your weight distribution.

         116. Heels down; pedals level; bottom hovering just above the saddle; elbows bent; knees bent; head up; big grin. This is the ‘attack’ position, which is the foundation of every technique off-road. (Figure 5)

         
            117. The big grin is essential. It helps keep your whole body relaxed.

         

         118. With your elbows and knees bent and your bottom off the saddle, your weight is positioned centrally over the bike so there is space for the bike to move around underneath you. Relaxing and bending your knees and arms allows them to flex like shock absorbers. You are moving with the bumps of the trail, not fighting against it.

         119. Look at where you want to go, not at what scares you. One hundred per cent of the time: if you stare at the unnerving drop or frightening tree stump, that is where your front wheel will end up.
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            120. Momentum is your friend. It might feel daunting, but a little bit of speed will help your bike roll over the top of obstacles rather than bump and jar against everything, throwing you off-line.

         

         121. Lack of commitment when tackling an obstacle is frequently the reason for failure. If you approach something tentatively, without enough speed or with your feet not firmly on the pedals, there is a good chance it will go wrong.

         122. Commit, commit, commit.

         123. For steep inclines, pull yourself forward on the handlebars, keep some weight on the front wheel to stop it lifting up and keep some weight over your rear wheel to maintain traction and drive.

         124. For steep descents, it’s more about keeping your weight towards the back of the bike to counteract the pull of gravity.

         125. Always cover your brake levers – disc brakes are so powerful you can easily pull them on with one finger, so get into the habit of riding with your index finger covering them.

         
            126. Learn which is your front and which is your back brake. Stopping your front wheel sharply will either result in a front wheel skid and loss of control or a quick exit over the handlebars.

         

         127. Modulation is a word often used to describe mountain bike braking – it refers to the range of braking power available to a rider. Squeeze your brakes on gently and progressively, don’t just grab a handful!

         128. Keep your head up and look far enough ahead down the trail to allow time to brake early. Brake early, before you need to turn or tackle a trail obstacle, then let your bike roll.

         129. If you lock your wheels, you have no grip or traction, so avoid jamming on the brakes. But with skill (and a lot of practice) you can use a controlled skid or front wheel ‘stoppie’ to change direction.

         130. Tyre and suspension pressures make a massive difference to how your bike feels to ride and its grip. Check pressures before every ride and one day you might find yourself instinctively adjusting pressures to suit different terrain.

         131. Crashing is part and parcel of extending your skills off-road and if you never crash you probably aren’t pushing your limits as far as you are capable of, whether that is through choice, fear or lack of confidence. However, crashing is not an essential part of having fun off-road! Enjoy riding within your skill level and comfort zone.

         SEASONAL CYCLING [132–149]


         132. Cycling isn’t a seasonal sport. You can ride all year round, provided that you have the right kit and the right attitude.

         
            133. One of the strongest reasons for cycling through winter is maintaining the fitness you acquired during summer. There is nothing more demoralising than getting on your bike in the spring and struggling up a climb you found easy just a few months before.
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